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ABSTRACT

FOOD SOVEREIGNTY, FOOD SECURITY, AND COMMUNITY GARDENS IN
ROCKFORD, IL
Walter William Furness, M.S.
Department of Geography
Northern Illinois University, 2015
Courtney Gallaher, Director

Urban agriculture projects seek to ameliorate issues of food access and food sovereignty
for people living in areas with low access to fresh foods, including food deserts. Within this
discourse, community gardens have been promoted as vehicles to reclaim unused urban space,
produce food locally, and connect populations to their food sources and larger community. A
variety of community garden models exist, and the efficacy of different models is the subject of
some debate. In Rockford, many community gardens grow food for donation to food pantries as
part of a program to benefit socioeconomically disadvantaged persons in the city. However, the
ability of these gardens to involve neighborhood participants and provide the social capitalrelated benefits attributed to community gardens in the literature is uncertain. Here we examine
community gardens in Rockford, IL to assess the extent to which they contribute to residents'
ability to obtain fresh produce as well as other social benefits. Data for this project comes from a
combination of interviews with gardeners, focus groups with food pantry users, and a survey of
food pantry users. We find that while non-gardening community members are benefitting from
the increased produce that the gardens provide, they are not receiving all of the social and
communal benefits associated with actively participating in a garden.
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INTRODUCTION

Increasing urbanization and globalization of food chains worldwide has created the
problem of simultaneously reducing the amount of land available for agricultural and food
production uses while concentrating the need for food resources in ever-expanding and
densifying urban areas (Guitart, Pickering, & Byrne, 2012). Consequently, accessing healthy and
fresh food has become increasingly difficult, particularly in urban settings (FAO, 2014; Feenstra,
2002; Heynen, Kurtz, & Trauger, 2012). Past research has noted that disparities in food access
lead to significantly different experiences in poorer, lower-access communities than wealthier,
higher-access areas (Block et al., 2012; Feenstra, 2002). In recent years the proliferation of terms
like "food desert" and interest in more local, sustainable food systems has spurred greater
attention and credence to a variety of urban agriculture programs, from farmers' markets to direct
farm sales to community gardens.
Paradoxically, such issues of food access exist even in highly productive agricultural
areas, highlighting the disconnect between centers of production and consumption. In the
American Midwest, for example, studies on the challenges to accessible and affordable foods in
urban centers like Chicago abound (Block et al., 2012). Given the spatial nature of this problem,
geographers have become increasingly interested in examining the dimensions and contexts of
such alternative food movements (Heynen, Kurtz, & Trauger, 2012). To address these problems,
policymakers and activists have historically turned to a broad range of strategies involving urban
agriculture projects to grow food near where it is consumed, reclaim vacant and environmentally
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compromised land in urban areas, and connect residents to their food in tangible ways
(Armstrong, 2000). More recently, sociological researchers have incorporated
forms of urban agriculture (UA) into the discourse surrounding food sovereignty, community
food security, environmental justice, and myriad socioeconomic power relations (Jarosz, 2012;
McClintock, 2009; Miller, 2013). In this context, alternative and communal growing spaces such
as community gardens take on additional significance as specific development tools aimed at
reconnecting urbanites to their food sources via shortened supply chains, repurposing vacant city
lots, and promoting individuals' ability to make decisions about the kinds of food they consume
(McClintock, 2009).
These additional dimensions of UA show promise in addressing issues of food deserts
and socioeconomic inequalities evident in many American cities (Block et al, 2012). In part due
to increasing urbanization worldwide, food issues continue to gain momentum as part of
conversations about sustainable and equitable urban growth, despite the fact that the majority of
food is still grown in rural areas (Miller, 2013). Various studies have examined food-related
issues in urban contexts, approaching the problem in terms as varied as soil quality (Gallaher et
al, 2013), gardens' ability to influence related inequalities (Armstrong, 2000), and lack of
adequate funding, inputs, and reasonable regulations (Ango, Abdullahi, & Abubakar, 2011).
However, others critique such programs and movements as focusing too heavily on food alone
and not larger structural issues, as well as the dominating influence of paternalistic "whitened
cultural histories" of food on their development and implementation (Guthman, 2008). Others
point out that the efficacy of such urban food projects is also understudied (Heynen, 2012). So,
despite the potential of community gardens and other alternative agriculture projects to

3
ameliorate issues of food access and food sovereignty, it remains to be seen to what degree these
efforts can effect change to the core issues at hand.
As has been the trend nationwide, numerous community gardens have been planted in
recent years in Rockford, IL as part of a broader program to address food insecurity and food
access issues in the region. The majority of these gardens are run by a non-profit organization
called Neighborhood Network, and gardens are managed by a core group of volunteers. Produce
from the gardens is donated to food pantries in the area, most notably the Rock River Valley
Pantry (RRVP). The organizational structure of these community gardens reflects a growing
trend in which community gardens are established with the express purpose of donating foods
rather than as allotment gardens where community members actively tend their own plots.
Given the disconnect between growers and consumers in these community gardens, this study
seeks to understand the extent to which these gardens are addressing the broader sociopolitical
goals of the urban and local food movements. In what ways are the community gardens in
Rockford affecting recipients' food access and food insecurity, and how do the gardens fit into
the broader concerns surrounding structural inequalities in the food system? This research uses
an ethnographic approach to answer these questions, combining qualitative interviews with
gardeners, focus group discussions with food pantry clients, and a survey of food pantry clients.
The first chapter in this thesis provides the contextual framework for this problem,
reviewing the literature on food security, food access, food sovereignty, and community gardens.
The second chapter in this thesis is written as a self-contained manuscript, which will be
submitted to the journal Sustainability. Included in this chapter is a reintroduction to the
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problem, a description of the study area and the research methods, a presentation and discussion
of the results, and concluding remarks.

CHAPTER 1: LITERATURE REVIEW
Food Security

Definitions of food security vary, but typically encapsulate ideas of food access, food
availability, or food quality. The USDA defines food security as "access by all people at all times
to enough food for an active, healthy life" (Bickel et al., 2000). At a minimum, this definition
includes "ready availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods, and...an assured ability to
acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways (e.g., without resorting to emergency food
supplies, scavenging, stealing, or other coping strategies)" (Bickel et al., 2000; Gottlieb & Fisher,
1996a, p. 196). Others name food security as a key condition necessary for a population's health
and well-being (Coleman-Jensen, Nord, & Singh, 2013; Feagan, 2007).
Community food security refers to "food system-based issues of hunger, access, quality,
and availability, as well as related questions of how food is grown, processed, or 'manufactured,'
and distributed" (Gottlieb and Fisher, 1996a, p. 193). Along with environmental justice, this
concept has its roots in the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, but frequently has received less
attention than its sister social movement (Gottlieb & Fisher, 1996b). Somewhat ironically, both
movements, which strive toward similar social goals and outcomes, frequently lack strong
linkages in discourse and practice, despite fitting readily under the concept of empowerment
within community development theory (Gottlieb & Fisher, 1996b).
Conversely, food insecurity refers to limited availability or access to these foods and is
related to hunger, often considered a more severe or dire degree of food insecurity (Bickel et al.,
2000). In addition, "community food security" has been put forth as a conceptual framework for
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action in a group context, invoking an enlarged network of issues and strategies to address them,
including financial constraints, access to transportation, cooking facilities and knowledge,
ownership, and culturally-acceptable choices (Gottlieb & Fisher, 1996a). Food insecurity is
typically difficult to measure on the individual scale, as indicators regarding its distribution and
severity are not easily obtained. The United Nations' Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO)
uses an experience-based scale (FIES) to assess food insecurity, adapting it for use in specific
geographic regions (FAO, 2014).
Economic and industrial growth and specialization have increasingly separated food and
agriculture from the average person‘s everyday life, redefining their relationship to food as
passive rather than active (Feenstra, 2002; Sachs, 2005). As more than half of the global
population now resides in urban areas, food consumption increasingly occurs away from centers
of production, necessitating lengthier transportation and distribution networks (UNFPA, 2007).
Accordingly, the FAO emphasizes the importance of relevant policies, coordination, and broad
participation by government and not-for-profit agencies in addressing food insecurity (2014).
Churches and other centers of religious life have long provided leadership in organizing
and facilitating a number of social movements throughout American history and continue to do
so in many ways (Putnam, 2000, p. 68). In regard to food security and relief efforts, these
institutions are frequent and important hosts of and catalysts for projects like community
gardens, farmers' markets, and food pantries, particularly in predominantly African-American
communities (Block et al., 2012; Putnam, 2000, p. 68). While religious organizations by no
means have a monopoly on such civic engagement initiatives, they historically have provided a
"preexisting social network," as Putnam notes, upon which new groups and structures can
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expand, frequently blending environmental and community-focused development agendas (2000,
p. 396; Block et al., 2012).
Developed societies increasingly rely on large-scale agricultural systems to efficiently
produce the majority of their food. This affords advantages in terms of quantity and uniformity
of output, but these systems routinely outcompete small-scale producers, disturb the
environment, and indirectly erode social bonds connected to food production and consumption
within communities (Feenstra, 2002; Sachs, 2005). These globalized food production systems
have generally made food calories less expensive than ever before, but often at the expense of
their nutritional quality. The accompanying nutrient deficiencies and chronic health issues
associated with consuming these suboptimal foods disproportionately affect the urban poor
(Heynen, Kurtz, & Trauger, 2012, p. 305).
In urban areas that are geographically removed from centers of food production, this
approach also tends to make the healthiest, least-processed foods more expensive and less
accessible than less nutritious (and frequently less fresh) foods (Larsen & Gilleland 2009;
Morland & Filomena 2007; Nestle, 2002). Coupled with increasing disinvestment on the part of
large, full-service supermarkets from urban cores over the latter part of the 20th century, this
desertification of the urban food landscape has forced many urbanites to turn to convenience
stores and corner marts, which are frequently more expensive and less-equipped to supply fresh
foods (especially produce) than larger stores (Ashman et al., 1993; Becker & Library of
Congress, 1992; Morland & Filomena, 2007). This combination of factors generates
"unaffordable, unhealthy and unsustainable urban foodscapes" in areas where urban residents are
further divided socioeconomically. As a result, they are either able to afford higher food and
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restaurant prices required to obtain access to quality foods, or they are not able to afford them
and must turn to alternate, usually lower-quality foods (Heynen, Kurtz, & Trauger, 2012, p. 305).

The Geography of Food Access

As Heynen, Kurtz, and Trauger (2012) point out, geographers have long been involved in
issues of socioeconomic, political, and environmental inequality, and are increasingly interested
in the politics of food. Robert Feagan argues that the "place of food" is central to many emerging
alternative food movements and that the frequently used terms "local" and "community"
inherently ground and emplace such food systems (2007, p. 23). Despite the constructed nature
of these terms, it is clear that spatial and geographic thought are integral in these discussions.
The focus on relocalization of local food systems (LFS) movements is "partly derivative of early
sustainability directives calling for decentralization, democratization, self-sufficiency and
subsidiarity – all spatially referenced concepts" (Feagan, 2007, p. 24). As an offshoot of these
attempts to shorten and simplify food supply networks, urban agriculture (UA) historically has
been pursued, especially in times of economic hardship, as a means to ameliorate food access
issues related to both cost and physical distance (McClintock, 2010). In such contexts, local and
small-scale food production transcends the recreational realm and manifests as a form of
sustainable, resilient economic practice.
Rapid urbanization worldwide has also cut into the amount of land available for
agricultural and food production uses while simultaneously concentrating the need for food
resources in ever-expanding urban areas (Guitart, Pickering, & Byrne, 2012). As a result, access
to food has become increasingly important for achieving food security, particularly in urban
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settings (FAO, 2014; Feenstra, 2002; Heynen, Kurtz, & Trauger, 2012). Disparities in food
access lead to significantly different experiences in poorer, lower-access communities than
wealthier, higher-access areas (Block et al., 2012; Feenstra, 2002). In recent years the term food
desert has become common in discourses surrounding barriers to food access in urban settings,
particularly as they relate to geographic distance to stores (Block et al., 2012).
The United States' Department of Agriculture defines food deserts as "urban
neighborhoods and rural towns without ready access to fresh, healthy, and affordable food"
(2015). Though measured according to a handful of different standards, they share key
characteristics of low-income populations with low access to food (Block, 2012). It is important
to note that these areas are not homogenous and may exist in both urban neighborhoods and rural
towns lacking readily accessible fresh, healthy, and affordable foods. The USDA notes that,
Instead of supermarkets and grocery stores, these communities may have no food access
or are served only by fast food restaurants and convenience stores that offer few healthy,
affordable food options. The lack of access contributes to a poor diet and can lead to
higher levels of obesity and other diet-related diseases, such as diabetes and heart disease.
(2015)
Growing interest in and awareness of food deserts in large American cities has helped
promote public policy that supports "tax breaks and subsidized loans to stores wanting to locate
in underserved areas" (Block et al., 2012, p. 204). Funding for such projects also comes from
private philanthropic foundations and myriad community groups and organizations. Block et al.
note, "The federal government is also becoming a major player, with a federal fresh food
financing initiative funded at over $400 million" (2012, p. 204).
While the discourse surrounding food deserts often focuses on location and availability of
food retail stores, Block et al. (2012) note that attention must also be paid to "broader inequities
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in economic investment, political and economic power, and health" (p. 204). In the United
States, numerous studies show a clear negative relationship between availability of chain
supermarkets and low-income, predominantly African American areas (Alkon et al., 2013; Zenk
et al., 2012). Researchers have also suggested that this pattern is especially obvious in the United
States due to a legacy of structurally racist development policies that deemphasize urban cores in
favor of suburbs (Alkon et al., 2013; Zenk et al., 2012). As Block et al. observe, "In Chicago and
elsewhere, residents and activists often see and experience racial and economic inequalities
through the variety of stores and other food access sites available in their community" (2012, p.
203). Of course, completely egalitarian food access and affordable pricing for all is far-fetched,
but as Mary Schmich remarks, "we live in a city where multitudes pay $7.99 a pound at the
Whole Foods salad bar. It‘s time to help the other multitudes find a decent apple" (2009, p. 6).

Food Sovereignty

Acknowledging the social, political, and economic complexities surrounding discussions
of food security and food access, the concept of food sovereignty has emerged, which argues for
the democratization of food and agricultural systems. This theory broadly emphasizes the power
dimensions of food production, though definitions of food sovereignty vary in the literature.
Block et al. describe it as a "global equity movement based originally in the peasant organization
La Via Campesina" and claim that it refers to the attempt to return control of food production
and distribution systems to the populations served by these systems (2012, p. 204). In 1996, La
Via Campesina defined food sovereignty as the rights ‗‗of each nation to maintain and develop
its own capacity to produce its basic foods, respecting cultural and productive diversity….the
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right to produce our own food in our own territory,‘‘ and ‗‗the right of people to define their
agricultural and food policy‘‘ (Desmarais, 2007, p. 24). In more succinct terms, Wayne Roberts
summarizes food sovereignty as ‗‗when food is of, by, and for the people‘‘ (2008, p. 52).
Transcending ideas of 'localness,' food sovereignty as a theory maintains a clear political tone,
invoking "a transformative process…to recreate the democratic realm and regenerate a diversity
of autonomous food systems based on equity, social justice, and ecological sustainability‘‘
(Pimbert & International Institute for Environment and Development, 2009, p. 5).
The revolutionary nature of this movement naturally seeks to reconstruct existing food
systems, along with their inherent power structures, into more just and equitable networks via
food-based legislation and economic policy and practice (Block et al., 2012, p. 205). Such goals
are undeniably lofty and far-reaching, but this fact does not exclude food sovereignty from local,
grassroots movements that focus on individual and community-level rights and selfdetermination (Block et al., 2012, p. 205; Chaifetz & Jagger, 2014). Food sovereignty is
therefore a key component of empowerment for communities in terms of safe and regulated food
production, self-reliance, and nutritional independence (Alsop & Heinsohn, 2005; Cid Aguayo &
Latta, 2015; Miewald & McCann, 2014; Rocha & Liberato, 2013; Rosol, 2010). Although food
sovereignty principles largely developed out of small-scale growers in developing contexts,
various forms of urban agriculture may be adapted to increase food security for urbanites in
domestic and international settings alike (Ango, Abdullahi, & Abubakar, 2011).
Perhaps unsurprisingly, it is these aspects of food sovereignty that especially suit it to
address many of the issues related to food insecurity in urban contexts. Urban agriculture
projects typically pursue similar goals, whether or not they identify with food sovereignty ideals
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on a theoretical level, and help address some of the production-side challenges facing residents
of low-access areas (Miewald & McCann, 2014; Rocha & Liberato, 2013; Rosol, 2010). Toby
Miller reinforces that, "While food is often produced in rural settings, it is increasingly an urban
question—literally a moving feast, travelling great distances, accreting and attenuating power
and meaning via cultural contact and bound up with survival, as recognised in the concept of
food sovereignty‘s commitment to local production and global nutrition" (2013, p. 138).
Contemporary proponents and practitioners of UA (including community gardeners) tend to
draw upon a spectrum of theoretical bases, including food sovereignty, food security, and
ecological movements with roots in global developing contexts, where such projects (often
viewed as 'alternative' in more developed countries) have long existed alongside larger-scale
agricultural operations (McClintock, 2010).

Democratizing Food Access

One goal of the food sovereignty movement has been to move beyond the idea of food
security and food access at the individual level to a broader level examination of structural
inequalities that create barriers to access. Alkon et al. (2013) argue that the shift in focus from
individuals to structural inequalities in food systems is a step up from older developmental
approaches. However, even supply-centered tactics may fall short of incorporating a plurality of
contributing factors, including cultural and social forces shaping food-related decision-making
(Alkon et al., 2013). Utilizing focus groups, interviews, and survey responses, the authors found
that popular conceptions of food-insecure populations as indiscriminate consumers of whatever
foods are available are misguided (Alkon et al., 2013). Traditionally, progressive, supply-focused
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policy has tacitly put forth the narrative that many in these groups do not have the knowledge or
desire to make shrewd nutritional decisions. While this is occasionally the case, Alkon et al.
(2013) found that food costs are more often the culprit in preventing access to a variety of
healthy and fresh foods. This finding does not dismiss the challenges that food deserts present to
urban poor, but rather demonstrates that geographic location is not the only factor relevant in
such discussions. Rather, as Lucy Jarosz claims, "The commitment to cultivating food justice
emerges from an acknowledgment of how imperialism, colonialism, and racism have shaped and
continue to shape food systems in the United States" (2012, p. 1529).
Alternative food movements in the United States have made strides in promoting "Buy
Local food campaigns, ecological sustainability, linking local, sustainable farmers to schools,
farmers‘ markets, and other institutions, and supporting changes in existing farm legislation,"
which also contribute to the goals set forth by food sovereignty advocates and programs (Block
et al., 2012, p. 206). However, a common shortcoming of such efforts is that they fail to fully
include economically-disadvantaged consumers in their networks of growth and consumption.
Julie Guthman (2008) and Alison Alkon (2008) add that addressing inequalities in food access
merely via developing new locations for economic transactions (such as farmers‘ markets or
supermarkets) fails to truly confront "core poverty and disinvestment issues in these
communities" (Block et al., 2012, p. 204). These "solutions" are typically grounded in a
capitalist, market-oriented framework, and focus on changing ‗‗individual consumption
practices‘‘ (Allen & Wilson, 2008) rather than promoting greater access via collective action
(Block et al., 2012). These are the same ‗‗injustices that underlie disparities in food access,‘‘
described by Guthman (2008, p. 443) and Alkon (2008) in their respective studies of the food-
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based interactions regarding race and class. In many cases, perceived ‗whiteness‘ of urban
agriculture projects (and the food itself) creates rifts "between those running the programs and
the intended subjects, leading to misunderstandings and lack of interest in the products offered"
(Block et al., 2012, p. 205).
In building what Gail Feenstra calls a "community food system," she notes that such
efforts must be collaborative, self-reliant, sustainable, and beneficial to the overall health of a
specific place (2002). Alkon echoes this sentiment, noting that a lack of interest among
community members and differing organizational and community goals may cripple such
programs' chances at long-term success and sustainability (2008).
Guthman (2008) points out that despite increasing awareness of structural inequalities in
urban food systems, many alternative food programs are myopic in their focus, missing the
bigger picture in favor of immediate food provision, however small in impact. These alternative
and largely urban-centric food movements, whose leadership is often dominated by upper-middle
class whites, tend to address the symptoms rather than "structural problems such as systemic
poverty and disinvestment or zoning and planning that locates supermarkets in peri-urban
spaces" (Heynen, Kurtz, & Trauger, 2012, p. 308). According to Guthman (2008), the efficacy of
such alternative urban food projects is also understudied. In their analysis of food sovereignty in
Chicago, Block et al. (2012) echo the pitfalls of a singular focus on promoting local food to the
detriment of other considerations, like its ethicality, cost, availability, and cultural
appropriateness. In essence, "local production does not guarantee ethical production, and the
conflation of ‗local‘ with ‗good‘ takes attention away from structural issues present in the global
food system at large" (Block et al., 2012, p. 204-5).
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So, while a focus on food access may not in and of itself completely address the root
causes that have created such food inequalities, its ability to connect various actors within
communities and unite activists around a common, fundamental goal should not be dismissed
(Block et al., 2012; Heynen, Kurtz, & Trauger, 2012).

Community Gardens, Food Access, and Food Sovereignty

In the context of growing concerns over food insecurity, food access, and social
inequalities in our food systems, efforts to ameliorate urban food systems have manifested in a
variety of projects, including direct farm sales, farmers' markets, community-supported
agriculture (CSA), food pantries, and community gardens. While all these are important facets of
the local foods movement, community gardens in particular are often created with the ideal of
combating food insecurity in underserved or low-income communities by providing local
residents with improved access to fresh, nutritious food. Community gardens vary widely in
structure, size, scope, and target population, but the term generally refers to "open spaces which
are managed and operated by members of the local community in which food or flowers are
cultivated" (Holland, 2004; Kingsley et al., 2009; Pudup, 2008). In addition to their utility as a
local growing space, community gardens are a platform for developing social ties and supporting
educational initiatives (Guitart, Pickering, & Byrne, 2012). Historically, community gardening
projects also have been used to "improve psychological well-being and social relations, to
facilitate healing and to increase supplies of fresh foods" (Armstrong, 2000, p. 319; Hynes, 1996;
Naimark & Boston Urban Gardeners, 1982). These potential advantages are particularly evident
during periods of increased economic and societal hardship. In early to mid-20th century
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America, community gardens provided increased food supplies to defray the effects of wartime
rationing and shortages associated with the Great Depression (Armstrong, 2000). In Depressionera New York City alone, approximately 5,000 gardens were cultivated over 700 acres as part of
a program implemented by the Work Projects Administration (Hynes, 1996). The Victory
Gardens program during World War II was touted by the US Department of Agriculture as
critical to "national health as well as personal well-being," ultimately resulting in the production
of approximately 40% of the fresh vegetables consumed in the United States, from an estimated
20 million gardens (Armstrong, 2000, p. 319).
Community garden projects take on a variety of structural forms. One traditional method
is to provide an individual or group with a space they effectively 'possess' for the growing
season. The temporary 'owners' are then responsible for planting, cultivating, and harvesting their
own crops. While varying levels of knowledge-based and technical support may be provided to
the growers, the onus of production rests with the individual or group involved. This cellular
model has the advantage of (typically) providing full agency to growers in choosing which foods
to grow and how to use the resulting produce. Another commonly employed method brings
growers together in a fully communal space, often one large plot, where individuals collectively
share in the required labor and resulting harvest from the garden. Ownership is realized on a
group basis, giving individuals less personal control over every aspect of growth. One advantage
of this process is that there is typically less of a burden on individuals to see a crop through an
entire season, an ordinarily time-intensive process.
Yet another model of community gardens focuses on food production for populations not
directly involved in the garden. While excess produce from other types of community gardens is
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often donated to food pantries and social service organizations, this latter style of food
production exists for the express purpose of contributing produce to food assistance systems in
the community. Far from existing as isolated food production 'clubs,' these gardens frequently
incorporate educational and outreach initiatives into their operations with the hope of further
engaging community members. As the producers in this style of gardens are not typically
significant consumers of the produce they grow, they are more likely to be volunteers who may
or may not live in the geographic neighborhood of the garden, and who may have few other ties
to the community or groups who benefit from the garden's produce.
One important potential benefit of community gardens is their ability to strengthen social
ties among participants, raise awareness of food issues, and develop local income flows
(McClintock, 2010). By uniting people around the common goal of growing food, urban
agriculture projects like community gardens foster the development of social capital1, act as foci
of community engagement, and bridge societal rifts that in many ways had widened throughout
American culture during the latter third of the 20th century (Putnam, 2000). In this way,
community gardens have frequently become viewed as development tools, not just to improve
food security and food access, but also to ameliorate and rebuild from the dearth of social capital
that many urban areas continue to face. Growing food in urban centers offers an avenue to
address some of these concerns from a community-oriented, grassroots approach, particularly in
the realms of education and health (Putnam, 2000). Contemporary research on community

1

Putnam describes social capital as a complementary analogue to the concepts of physical and human capital. The
fundamental supposition of social capital theory is that social networks—the connections among individuals and
groups—have inherent value and are simultaneously a private and public good supported by generalized societal
reciprocity. In 1916, L. J. Hanifan was apparently the first to use this term to describe "Those tangible substances
[that] count for most in the daily lives of people: namely good will, fellowship, sympathy, and social intercourse
among the individuals and families who make up a social unit" (Putnam, 2000, p. 19-20).
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gardening suggests a variety of additional benefits for individuals and communities alike. Blair,
Giesecke, and Sherman (1991) report that community gardeners consume more fresh vegetables
and fewer sweet foods and drinks compared with non-gardeners. Others point to evidence that
community gardens improve the psychological and social wellness of their members (Armstrong,
2000; Macias, 2008).
Urban agriculture projects also have the potential to occupy and rejuvenate unused,
vacant urban spaces, which carries with it a suite of environmental and social benefits. As
Nathan McClintock notes, "By rescaling production, reclaiming vacant land and ‗de-alienating‘
urban dwellers from their food, UA also attempts to overcome these forms of [metabolic] rift"
(2010, p. 191). In addressing ecological aspects of the human-food urban environment, UA
ultimately builds resilience and productivity in communities (McClintock, 2010, p. 192).
Given the different structural approaches to operating community gardens, it is worth
considering whether these potential benefits are equally present in all types of gardens given the
differing levels of involvement realized by consumers of the food. It is possible that those
community gardens that are established with the express purpose of donating food to pantries or
other social service organizations are, in fact, circumventing many of the potential benefits that
participants in community gardens inherit. As sociologists like John Dewey have pointed out, it
is important to distinguish "doing with" from "doing for" in regard to such projects (Putnam,
2000, p. 116). The former implies webs of social connectivity, whereas the latter, while
meritorious, fails to develop community bonds in the same way.

CHAPTER 2: FOOD SOVEREIGNTY, FOOD SECURITY, AND COMMUNITY GARDENS
IN ROCKFORD, IL

Introduction

Community gardens have historically served to address a broad range of societal issues,
including mental and physical health, urban food shortages, and general societal relations
(Armstrong, 2000). More recently, sociological researchers have incorporated shared gardens
and other forms of urban agriculture (UA) into the discourse surrounding food sovereignty,
community food security, environmental justice, and myriad socioeconomic power relations
(Jarosz, 2012; McClintock, 2009; Miller, 2013). In this context, alternative and communal
growing spaces such as community gardens take on additional significance as specific
development tools aimed at reconnecting urbanites to their food sources via shortened supply
chains, repurposing vacant city lots, and promoting individuals' ability to make decisions about
the kinds of food they consume (McClintock, 2009).
These additional dimensions of UA show promise in addressing issues of food deserts
and socioeconomic inequalities evident in many American cities (Block et al, 2012). In part due
to increasing urbanization worldwide, food issues have gained momentum as part of discourses
on sustainable and equitable urban growth, despite the fact that the majority of food is still grown
in rural areas (Miller, 2013). Various studies have examined food-related issues in urban
contexts, approaching the problem in terms as varied as soil quality (Gallaher et al, 2013),
gardens' ability to influence related inequalities (Armstrong, 2000), and lack of adequate
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funding, inputs, and reasonable regulations (Ango, Abdullahi, & Abubakar, 2011). However,
others critique such programs and movements as focusing too heavily on food alone and not
larger structural issues, as well as the dominating influence of paternalistic "whitened cultural
histories" of food on their development and implementation (Guthman, 2008). Others point out
that the efficacy of such urban food projects is also understudied (Heynen, 2012). So, despite the
seemingly formidable and wide-reaching potential of community gardens and other alternative
agriculture projects, it remains to be seen to what degree these efforts can effect change to the
core issues of food security and food sovereignty at hand.
This paper seeks to examine the extent to which community gardens ameliorate issues of
food security and food sovereignty in Rockford, IL. Anecdotal evidence and existing literature
cast community gardens as powerful platforms for supporting local food movements, healthy
eating, and neighborly relations. However, the degree and scale of their beneficial impacts is
uncertain. Here we use a mixed-methods ethnographic approach to study the significance of
various urban gardening projects by investigating their social impacts and resulting ability to
fulfill the benefits often ascribed to them. By approaching this issue from the perspective of
gardeners and non-gardener beneficiaries, we hope to elucidate the efficacy of the "growing food
for others" style of community gardening that is currently dominant in Rockford.

Methods

This study employed a mixed-methods approach to examine the relationship between
community gardens, food security, and food sovereignty in Rockford, IL. Data for this study
were collected over the course of the 2014 gardening season and through the following winter
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(May 2014 to February 2015) and consisted of three distinct phases: 1) qualitative semistructured interviews with gardeners, 2) a brief survey of food pantry clients, and 3) a series of
focus group discussions with food pantry clients following the gardening season. Both interviews
and focus groups were audio recorded, manually transcribed, and coded using thematic analysis
for a variety of factors related to food sovereignty and security (Waitt, 2005).
The structure of Rockford's community gardens varies, from collections of
neighborhood-based allotment gardens to communal growing spaces managed by small groups
of volunteers who often live outside the immediate geographic vicinity of the garden. While the
community gardens in this study fall along different parts of this broad spectrum, the majority of
them follow the pattern of the latter and donate the bulk of their produce to local food pantries,
most notably the Rock River Valley Pantry (RRVP). As such, these gardens are not expressly
open to the public for private cultivation. Gardeners who volunteer under this system were
selected for interviews due to their involvement in the greater gardening program as growers but
not necessarily consumers.
Semi-structured, qualitative interviews (n=17) with gardeners were conducted on a
rolling basis over the course of the 2014 gardening season and focused on the gardeners'
background, motivation for involvement with the gardens, perceptions of the environment,
perceived benefits to participating in a community garden, and their perceptions of how these
gardens have affected participants' abilities to make decisions about the kinds of foods they eat,
as well as any potential health (mental and physical) benefits (Appendix A). Interviewees were
also asked questions about the practical structure of the garden they worked with, including the
outcomes of the produce grown and division of labor. Several questions were posed to examine
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perceptions of how gardens influenced social capital, food security, and food sovereignty.
Finally, gardeners were asked about what they considered to be the key successes and challenges
related to the community garden projects they are involved in.
Concurrent with the gardener interviews, we also surveyed 96 clients at the Rock River
Valley Pantry (RRVP), currently the largest food pantry in northern Illinois (Table 1). Sampling
of respondents was pseudo-random, as most clients were asked to participate in the survey,
though many declined. Survey respondents were approached after they made their food
selections for the month and asked a handful of sociodemographic questions as well as whether
they took produce grown in community gardens that day and if so, which kinds (Appendix B,
Table 1). Respondents were also asked about their previous choices regarding produce (from a
community garden, from store donations, both, or neither) and which kinds of produce they
prefer to take, when it is available. A Produce Variety Index (PVI) was created to informally
assess the diversity of garden produce taken by individuals, with each point on the scale
corresponding to a unique type of produce. For example, a respondent who took three different
kinds of garden produce was assigned a score of 3. We also asked for each participant‘s address
for the purpose of spatially examining the food 'web' connected to this food pantry, though
responses ranged from exact addresses to nearby street intersections to more vague answers (e.g.
ZIP codes, cities, or no response). As all survey questions were voluntary, some responses were
less complete than others.
Finally, seven focus group discussions were conducted at RRVP to examine clients'
experiences with food and community gardens in Rockford (Appendix C). The primary goal of
the focus group discussions was to better understand pantry users‘ experiences with and
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perceptions of food access and sovereignty that were not clearly addressed in the brief survey of
pantry clients. Discussions typically consisted of 5-7 volunteer participants (n= 37 total
participants) and were held both while clients waited for their turn in the pantry and after they
received their food. Discussion length varied, but was typically around 30 minutes per session.
Participants were asked a variety of questions related to food access, including where
they usually get their food (stores, pantries, etc.), how long it takes them to reach these locations,
how much choice they have in the types of food they consume, and what limits their food
choices. Participants were also asked about their level of awareness of and involvement in
community gardens in the area and whether community gardens contributed to their health, food
expenditures, and dietary decision-making. Participants were compensated for their time with a
variety of extra food including fruit, vegetables, meat, and milk.
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Gender
Female
Male
Total

Table 1: Pantry Survey Results
Frequency
56
40
96

Percent
58.3
41.7
100

Household size
Unknown
1
2-3
4-5
6+
Total

Frequency
6
25
30
24
11
96

Percent
6.3
26.0
31.3
25.0
11.5
100

Ethnicity
American Indian
Asian
Black
Hispanic
Other (‗mixed‘)
White
White & Hispanic
Total

Frequency
1
1
50
8
1
34
1
96

Percent
1.0
1.0
52.1
8.3
1.0
35.4
1.0
100

Age group
20-24
25-29
30-34
35-39
40-44
45-49
50-54
55-59
60-64
65-69
70-74
80-84
Unknown
Total

Frequency
6
5
7
4
6
12
11
21
7
3
3
2
9
96
(continued on next page)

Percent
6.3
5.2
7.3
4.2
6.3
12.5
11.5
21.9
7.3
3.1
3.1
2.1
9.4
100
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Took garden produce today
No
Yes
Total

Table 1, continued
Frequency
39
57
96

Percent
40.6
59.4
100

Produce Variety Index (PVI)
0
1
2
3
4
5
Total

Frequency
39
29
15
6
6
1
96

Percent
40.6
30.2
15.6
6.3
6.3
1.0
100

Study Area

The city of Rockford, IL is the seat of Winnebago County and the third-largest city in the
state of Illinois (Figure 1), with an estimated population of 150,251 (~2,502 per sq. mi.) as of
July 2013 (US Census Bureau, 2014). It is situated on both the east and west banks of the Rock
River and covers approximately 64 square miles. Once dominated by the manufacturing and
machine tools industries, Rockford is in many ways a stereotypical blue-collar city that has
recently garnered infamy in news outlets as being especially amenity-poor. Past reliance on
manufacturing jobs has led in part to significant unemployment and high crime rates, though
other rising industries including healthcare and aerospace technology have helped to reverse
some of these negative trends.
Rockford's owner-occupied housing rate is 56.1%, with a median value of $102,200—
both substantially lower than the national average (64.9%, $176,700) (US Census Bureau, 2014).
Twenty one percent of Rockford residents 25 and older hold a bachelor's degree or higher,

26
compared to 28.8% nationally. The mean household income of residents in 2013 dollars was
$38,067, compared to the national average of $53,046 (US Census Bureau, 2014). As reported
by the US Census, Rockford's poverty rate is estimated at 25.5%, a full 75% higher than the level
for the entire United States (2014).
Approximately 65% of Rockford residents report their ethnicity as "White alone,"
compared to 20% identifying as "Black or African American alone" and nearly 16% Hispanic or
Latino (US Census Bureau, 2014). The bulk of neighborhoods on the west and southwest sides
of the city are majority Black, while much of the east side of the city is predominantly white
(Figure 1). Rockford's downtown and Midtown areas are more ethnically heterogeneous, but this
tends to be the exception rather than the norm in most parts of the city.

Figure 1: Location of Rockford within
Winnebago County, IL.

Rockford has a number of areas considered to be food deserts under the traditional
definition of low-income census tracts where a significant percentage of residents live more than
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1 mile from the nearest supermarket (USDA, 2015) (Figures 2, 3). Visual comparison of the two
maps reveals that a number of Rockford's food deserts coincide with areas where non-white
populations are the majority. When the measure is decreased to 0.5 miles from a large
supermarket, a much larger area of the city fits the definition of a food desert (Figure 4). These
areas also coincide almost exactly with the low-income areas (blue) identified in Figure 3,
highlighting the connections between poverty and low food access in Rockford.

Figure 2: Distance to large supermarkets accepting WIC in Rockford, IL. Courtesy of Daniel
Block, Chicago State University.
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Areas of Low Access and Low Income at 1 Mile in Rockford, Illinois

Figure 3: Areas of low access and low income at 1 mile (urban, green) and low income (blue) in
Rockford. The Rock River Valley Pantry (RRVP) is represented by the red square (USDA Food
Access Research Atlas).
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Areas of Low Access and Low Income at 0.5 Miles in Rockford, Illinois

Figure 4: Areas of low access and low income at 0.5 miles (orange) in Rockford. The Rock River
Valley Pantry (RRVP) is represented by the red square (USDA Food Access Research Atlas).
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Currently, Neighborhood Network, an IL nonprofit corporation, works with the City of
Rockford‘s Human Services Department to coordinate and fund community gardens with money
received through a Community Services Block Grant from the Illinois Department of Commerce
and Economic Opportunity. Additionally, many local community gardens operate outside of this
framework. The number of community gardens affiliated with Neighborhood Network in the
region has fluctuated in past years, from a high of 43 in 2010 to 22 in 2013 and 24 in 2014, 15 of
which are located within Rockford‘s borders (C. Hall, personal communication, May 2014).
Most of these gardens are located in Rockford's downtown area, near the Rock River, with
smaller numbers scattered around more peripheral areas of the city. Very few gardens are located
in the less intensely developed, newer areas including neighborhoods on the east and northeast
sides of the city, despite their large geographic area (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Location of community gardens in Rockford, IL. Red markers indicate Neighborhood
Network-affiliated gardens, while independent gardens are represented by green markers
(diamonds). The blue star indicates the location of the Rock River Valley Pantry (RRVP).
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Rockford was chosen as the study area due to its status as a significant city relatively
close to but geographically and economically distinct from Chicago. Additionally, it was recently
included in a study of food access in northern Illinois communities by Zenk et al. (2012) and is
an area where community gardens are growing in popularity and production but are still quite
young (many founded within the past 3-4 years). Finally, its sociodemographic characteristics
are well-suited to the study of food access and food sovereignty issues.

Results and Discussion
In this section we incorporate evidence from the food pantry survey, focus group
discussions with food pantry clients, and qualitative interviews with gardeners to explain the
ways in which community gardens contribute to food security and food sovereignty in the
Rockford area. We begin by describing our sample, including demographic characteristics of
pantry users, and then provide an overview of how the community gardens operate in Rockford.
We then discuss the key barriers to food access as identified by the food pantry clients and the
ways in which the community garden programs seek to address these barriers. Finally we discuss
the extent to which community gardens are able to affect food sovereignty for food-insecure
residents in Rockford and the limitations of an approach to community gardening where
consumers do not actively participate in the gardening process.
Survey data for the food pantry clients were analyzed to obtain a sense of the
demographic characteristics of this sample population. Fifty-eight percent of participants were
female, and the majority of all respondents were between the ages of 45 and 59 (mean = 48.82).
Over half (52%) of those surveyed identified as Black, while approximately 35% self-identified
as White and 8% as Hispanic; this composition was noticeably different than the general
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demographic data for Rockford. A handful of respondents identified as American Indian, Mixed,
Asian, or White and Hispanic. One quarter of those surveyed lived in a single-person household,
31% had a household size of 2-3, and another quarter lived in a 4-5 person household (mean
household size = 3.06).
Given the categorical nature of the survey data, Chi-square tests were performed to
examine potential relationships between demographic characteristics and whether a certain group
tended to take community garden produce more than others (Table 2). Possibly due to the
relatively small sample size, no significant relationships were observed from these tests. The
likelihood ratio between household size and garden produce taken was nearly significant at the α
= 0.1 level (p = 0.114), but no other relationship was as close to this benchmark.
Participants were also asked whether they took produce grown in the community gardens
on the day they were surveyed. The majority (59%) responded positively, though the survey was
unable to capture the quantity of produce taken by each respondent. However, those who
responded 'yes' were asked about the types of produce they took, and we created a produce
variety index (PVI) to assess to what extent participants took different kinds of produce. Of the
59% who took garden produce, 30% took only one kind of produce, 15% took 2 kinds, 6% took
3 kinds, and 6% took 4 kinds (mean = 1.1 ± 1.24). Given the kinds of comments participants
frequently made about the types of produce they were interested in obtaining, this diminishing
number seems to be largely influenced by the availability of different kinds of produce on a
given day in the garden, suggesting that even greater produce diversity and production would
benefit participants' ability to obtain more varied produce. Given that RRVP clients are only able
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to attend the pantry and connected garden once per calendar month, there are some inherent
uncertainties in what may be ripe and available during a given visit.
Survey participants were asked to provide their home address for the purpose of spatially
analyzing the data. While some participants did provide a full address, many gave only a street
intersection near their residence, and some did not answer the question or offered vague
information including ZIP codes, neighborhoods, or distances from the pantry. As a result,
detailed analysis of participants' geographic distribution was not particularly realistic for this
dataset. Survey respondent addresses were mapped and displayed using Basemap for Python
(Figure 5). While most were concentrated in the downtown area, within walking or public transit
distance from the RRVP, others were more distant geographically. A number of participants
reported driving or riding with others from communities to the north (including Roscoe,
Rockton, Machesney Park, and Loves Park) and east (Cherry Valley and Belvidere) of Rockford,
which lie outside the range of Rockford‘s mass transit service area. This regional draw indicates
the extensive use of the RRVP by residents of northern Illinois, including those who live outside
of Rockford‘s geographic boundaries.
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Address Locations of Survey Respondents in Winnebago County, Illinois

Figure 6: Addresses of survey respondents within Winnebago County, IL.
The RRVP is denoted by the green square.

35
Organization of the Community Gardens

Most community gardens in the Rockford area are only 3-4 years old, and a number are
younger than that. While one garden has operated continuously since the 1970s and others have
experienced cyclical periods of inactivity over longer time spans, the vast majority of community
gardening projects in this area have only existed since the 2010s. A hallmark of most community
gardens in Rockford is their commitment to donating produce grown in their spaces to local food
pantries and shelters. While this process is somewhat institutionalized for gardens affiliated with
Neighborhood Network (NN) via the Plant-a-Row program (stipulating that each garden
receiving funding donate a percentage of its produce to approved food pantries or social service
organizations), nearly every garden outside this group donates a portion of their produce as well.
While these donations may go to a variety of recipients, the most prominent hub for garden
produce is the Rock River Valley Pantry (RRVP, Figure 7). Excess produce frequently tends to
make its way to the community at large through informal donations and sharing.

Figure 7: Rock River Valley Pantry with pantry garden in foreground, facing northeast.
Photograph by Walter Furness, 2014.
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A variety of community garden models exists in Rockford and not all derive funding or
labor from the same sources. These include more traditional allotment models where gardeners
are given individual plots to cultivate and harvest as they wish, communal spaces where
gardeners collaborate to plant and grow produce in a common space that is shared by all
participants, gardens that focus on growing food for others who do not actively participate in the
garden, and youth-oriented garden projects. In addition to these four basic models, a number of
hybrid-style community gardens exist within the study area. This hybridity is due in part to the
fact that most gardens donate some produce, even if their primary goal is not growing food for
others. Table 2 lists the basic community garden models in place in Rockford that the authors
were aware of at the time of writing:

Table 2: Community Garden Models in Rockford, IL (2014)
Type of garden

Labor source

Individual
plots/Allotment

Individual
gardeners

Communal space

Volunteer
gardeners from
vicinity

Growing food
for others

Youth program

Volunteers, often
connected to the
Master Gardener
program; not
necessarily from
vicinity
Children, aided
by program staff
or volunteers

Produce goes
to:

Example

Individual
tenants

Common Ground
Community
Garden

Garden
participants and
neighbors

Rockford MELD
Garden

Typically
Neighborhood
Network

Food pantries,
social service
organizations

RRVP Garden

Neighborhood
Network or other
organizations

Children and
their families

Roots & Wings
(Angelic
Organics)

Funding
Individual
garden fees or
organizational
funds
Connected
organizations or
Neighborhood
Network
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A plurality of gardeners connected to Rockford's Neighborhood Network (NN) gardens
are part of the University of Illinois Extension office's master gardener program. These master
gardeners serve both as full-time gardeners in certain cases and also as advisors to other
community gardens. Labor for community gardens also comes from volunteers, both those who
live nearby and those who do not. In the case of the garden connected to the Rock River Valley
Pantry, volunteers were recruited from both the master gardener program and local garden clubs.
Students from a local alternative school also assist with some of the garden tasks like watering.
At other garden sites, labor is typically less diversified, often stemming from a handful of
individuals from the community or extension office. As one of the male garden volunteers
explained,
Each garden has at least one lead gardener...I don't want to confuse the term 'lead
gardener' with 'master gardener.' 'Master gardener' implies training...[they] really inform
on what we're going to plant there, but we also meet with some of our other more active
neighbors, neighbors who are active in the garden...
However, in the few gardens that follow the individual allotments model, participation is
more heterogeneous. While two of the largest gardens in Rockford follow such a model and are
connected to a specific church, gardeners interviewed at these locations shared that many in the
community participated in the garden, regardless of religious belief or affiliation. One male
gardener described their community garden as:
A mini UN, almost...We've got 3 sisters from Belarus...people from Mexico, from
Burma, from Laos...It's really been interesting to see the gardening that varies because
sometimes they bring their foods and their methods from their country to it. And I would
say without exception, they are all excellent gardeners; excellent. They are among our
best if not the very best. So there has been a tremendous amount of diversity.
For those gardeners not connected through the extension office or master gardener
program, volunteers ranged in their level of experience. Some were completely new to
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gardening, whereas others had participated in either a communal or personal garden in the past.
One common theme amongst garden volunteers was that most had past experience gardening
with their family, often as children. Their experiences mirrored that of focus group participants,
who often hearkened back to experiences in a garden during their youth when discussing their
interest in community gardens or eating local foods. One female gardener explained, "For the
people who come out, it's amazing how many people enjoy seeing the garden. It brings back
memories, sometimes pleasant, sometimes not so much." Minors also are often involved in
community gardens in Rockford, helping with everything from watering and weeding to other
aspects of gardening. A common sentiment among both gardeners and non-gardeners was the
benefits of involving children in the growing process and teaching them about healthy eating and
responsibility via gardening.
[The gardeners] thought it would be a cool opportunity for the kids to get involved and
learn how to garden, so they could bring home some tomatoes or peppers and be like,
'Mom, look what we grew!'. -Female gardener
Decisions about which vegetables to grow were largely made by the leader(s) of each
garden, with small amounts of input from other gardeners and consumers. According to
gardeners, garden leadership almost always seemed to make a good-faith effort to listen to the
requests of their constituents, though it was often difficult to find consensus in terms of the type
and quantity of produce desired. This sense of disconnect was evident to some degree in certain
focus group participants' assessment of the food options available to them through the garden.
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Food Insecurity and Barriers to Food Access

In the focus group discussions, food pantry clients described many problems they faced
in terms of accessing and obtaining adequate quantities of food, including problems with
transportation, the cost of food, and the time spent obtaining food. Cost was the most commonly
cited limit on the ability of pantry users to obtain the kinds of food they wanted, especially in
regard to meat and milk. When not limited by distance or transportation factors, most
participants tend to shop at stores that were perceived to be the most cost-efficient. However,
participants were frequently limited by their transportation options and distance from full-service
groceries, resulting in a paucity of choices regarding food outlets. Distance to both affordable
and diverse stores (including choices perceived as 'convenient') was a common factor in
participants' ability to obtain the kinds of food that they want. Persons with physical disabilities
frequently cited longer travel times to food sources as well.
For those without a personal automobile, time was a critical factor, often requiring
upwards of 45 minutes to 1 hour (each way) either walking, riding the bus, or a combination of
both to reach food retail locations. However, even those with cars sometimes cited a combination
of cost and distance to be a barrier due to fuel prices. While a reasonable number of affordable
stores are often accessible (WalMart, Aldi's) via car, accessibility for others is limited by their
transportation options. The potential for access to more affordable options was not lost on many
participants, who recognized that transportation was a limiting factor:
Female: There is opportunity...there's farms out there that sell eggs and stuff like that,
but you've got to have the transportation for that. (Focus Group 2)
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Interviewer: Do any of you feel like you live in an area where you would say, ‗Yes, it's
really difficult for me to get to those places because of the distance?‘
Male: Yes, it is.
Female: Oh, absolutely.
Male: [indistinct, agreeing]...it is like a desert.
Male: Otherwise you have to pay more to go to the little stores. (Focus group 6)
Many in this study relied on Rockford's bus system or their own power (bicycling and/or
walking) to reach food retail outlets and pantries. Given the relative shortage of supermarkets
and large groceries in Rockford's urban core and south and west sides, participants are often
disproportionately affected by store placement and shopping options. Often this manifests in
shopping at closer but more expensive corner marts and convenience stores.
Male: The local stores cost more, yeah.
Female: Yeah, $2.39...for a loaf of bread! Even the Family Dollar wanted $2 for a thing
of bologna.
Male: Lot of the good stores are over...[on the east side of town]. (Focus group 6)
Male: I've been living up here for years...but you know the lower class community that
is living in those areas, sometimes it's really inconvenient, you know like in the winter
time, waiting on a bus in the middle of the cold if you've got kids or you're a single
parent; you have to go to one of those stores, and it's way out the way. I've just noticed
that the stores they do open up out here are a corner store, a gas station, or something
like that. (Focus group 2)
The majority of participants in this study employed a diverse collection of food
acquisition strategies, combining trips to various food pantries with purchasing food from a mix
of supermarkets, local corner stores, and ethnic groceries. It was common for participants to
frequent different food pantries on a routine monthly rotation, either as a primary or secondary
food source, in addition to purchasing food from stores.
Male: I usually go to [the Hispanic mart] where they sell fresher meat, fresher
vegetables, stuff like that. Sometimes WalMart, if I've got enough cash to go there, and
sometimes at the end of the month, I'm usually around food pantries, just to get
through the rest of the month. (Focus group 2)
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Participants also cited choosing food pantries as a primary food source in order to save
money to spend on other expenses, especially transportation-related costs. Flexibility within food
assistance programs (Link, SNAP), and the quantity of aid received may also be an issue.
Participants frequently complained about not receiving enough assistance through social
programs in terms of food aid, often comparing themselves to each other and focusing on
discrepancies in individual funding amounts.
Literature addressing food deserts and food insecurity frequently emphasizes that many
residents of urban areas don‘t eat enough fresh fruits and vegetables because they do not have
access to them (e.g. Ashman et al., 1993; Miewald & McCann, 2014). Based on discussions with
food pantry clients, the reality in Rockford is slightly more nuanced, with participants choosing
to prioritize the purchase of meat and dairy products over fresh fruits and vegetables within their
limited monthly budgets. The desire to eat a substantial quantity of meat on a regular basis
placed a strain on participants' ability to purchase the quantity and variety of foods they would
like to. Participants regularly skimped on produce in favor of purchasing perceived staples like
meat and milk, which are purchased first, while remaining funds are allocated to produce and
other foods. Some participants attempted to adapt to these constraints by growing some of their
own food, though for others this may be restricted by their physical ability or access to arable
land and resources. However, when possible, many in the study recognize the potential health
and monetary benefits involved in gardening on their own.
Frequent reference was made to cheaper food prices in the past, as well as the increasing
challenge of feeding growing families and dealing with higher costs of living overall.
Participants also generally felt that healthier foods are more expensive than less-healthy foods
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(e.g. wheat bread vs. white bread). An interesting contrariety emerged regarding some
participants' perceptions of the cost of produce. When asked about factors that limit participants'
ability to obtain the kinds of fresh produce they would like, some answered that fruits and
vegetables are too expensive. However, after further inquiry, it was evident that the actual cost of
produce is not in and of itself particularly prohibitive; rather, participants' view produce as more
expensive because it is given lower purchasing priority (after meat and dairy) and is more likely
to be skimped on in favor of foods that are perceived as staples and more energy-dense. The
same held true for the quantity of produce desired by some participants:
Interviewer: When you're able to get those kinds of fruits and vegetables [from the
pantry]...is that helpful to you? Is that food that you'd have a harder time getting from the
store?
Female: Not really, because it's there...you just can't really afford the whole...all of the
food. (Focus group 3)
Some participants also tended to believe that cooking from recipes is more expensive and
less obtainable on a tight budget, which may be related to the fact that many of the participants in
this study are living by themselves or in small households, which diminishes the beneficial
scalability of preparing meals at home. Finally, for participants with special health concerns
(especially diabetes), many felt that their choice in obtaining the foods they desired was
particularly limited by cost, as diet-appropriate foods are perceived to be both more expensive
and more difficult to obtain at many accessible food outlets.
While distance to and accessibility of grocery stores was certainly a problem for a
number of participants in this study, cost was far more frequently cited as a limiting factor on
people's ability to obtain desired foods. This cost limitation manifests in both transportationrelated and food-price barriers, but more frequently the latter:
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Interviewer: So do you feel like it's fairly easy for you to get to a grocery store?
Female: Yeah, the problem is, like I said, that it goes back to it not being affordable.
Female: Exactly. (Focus group 3)

Community Gardens to Improve Food Access

For Rockford community gardens that emphasize growing food for others (via donations
to social organizations or individuals), a key focus seems to be addressing food access by
providing fresh produce that would otherwise be unavailable to users, whether due to cost or
availability. Focus group participants recognized the contributions of the community gardens in
terms of providing pantry users with access to fresh vegetables. Many focus group participants
recounted eating food from community gardens, though more cited taking it from inside the food
pantry (in the form of donations from community gardens) than directly from gardens. Almost
all participants claim to prefer garden produce over store produce, with "freshness" as the most
common reason. A secondary reason is concern over the origin and previous handling (including
pesticide use) of store-bought produce. As one female food pantry client explained, ―I'd rather
have it fresh out of the garden than under sealed wrap...whoever touched it, the wax around it.‖
Participants' food choices were frequently limited by cost of food, especially in regard to
meat. In this study, participants frequently cited availability of choice as a factor in determining
how much produce they eat and with what frequency, which seemed to be more related to cost of
food than availability in local stores, despite the intensifying role that these factors have on one
another. For those with chronic illness and physical disability, cost of diet-appropriate foods is
often cited as a prohibitive factor in their choices, as mentioned earlier. Many participants
claimed that gardens provide them with greater choice, while others disagreed.
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A majority of participants noted that eating food from community gardens does save
them money, though this sentiment is not unanimous. Others cited social benefits to participating
in or merely visiting a community garden, including a greater sense of connection to neighbors,
greater trust, and encouragement that "people care." Participants also noted that they saw
community gardens as a beneficial opportunity to teach children more about growing food. This
is consistent with prior literature that has demonstrated the ability of community gardens to
contribute to the growth of social capital in neighborhoods (Alkon et al., 2013; Kingsley, 2007).

Community Gardens and Food Sovereignty

The geographic distribution of food retail outlets in Rockford inherently creates
challenges to achieving equitable food access for residents. While as of the time of writing,
several new Save-a-Lot stores have opened in areas of low food access on the near west side, the
availability of grocery stores remains heavily skewed toward a retail corridor on the far east side
of the city, near Interstate 90. The dearth of grocery options for residents in the downtown and
western areas of the city results in longer travel times to diverse and full-service stores. For those
with inadequate transportation and financial means to reach these locations, this situation
compromises their food sovereignty, forcing them to choose from a small number of limited
options, often in the form of corner marts and convenience stores. Community gardens attempt to
partially address this by diversifying food choices in areas with limited food access.
One of the primary goals of the community gardens in Rockford is to improve access to
fresh produce for those who are food insecure, either by allowing them to pick food directly from
the gardens or by providing it to food pantry users after it has been harvested. However, from the
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focus group discussions, it became apparent that one significant barrier to community gardens
providing greater benefit to food-insecure persons in Rockford is a lack of awareness of these
projects. On the whole, focus group participants were not aware of many community gardens,
with the exception of the garden connected to the pantry in the study. A minority of focus group
participants knew of a number of gardens, mostly located around the near west side close to
downtown. Despite its distance from the food pantry, the single garden in this study that has been
continuously active for several decades was recognizable to many participants, pointing to the
influence that such long-lasting projects may have. Most participants suggested that greater
efforts to promote the gardens in the public‘s consciousness should be made, including via mass
media channels. Unsurprisingly, participants' recollections of seeing community gardens in the
area were frequently vague and uncertain. Many cited a lack of knowledge regarding whether
particular gardens were privately owned or not.
Female: I've never eaten out of a community garden, but I would though...I just didn't
know if I could go inside...because like in Freeport they had a community garden but it
was only for people who lived in a certain small area. (Focus group 2)
In situations where participants were aware of community gardens, many noted that such
projects are typically young (i.e. existing only for the past 3-4 years) and are still being
established in the community. Because of this, many participants haven‘t yet had the chance to
participate or eat from the gardens at this time.
Very few pantry users have actively participated in the growing and maintaining
processes of community gardens. Many cite a lack of knowledge or uncertainty regarding how to
participate as a cause of their disengagement. Lack of time available to spend on gardening is
also a major factor in their non-participation. Some users have participated in the past but are not
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currently, often due to physical and health-related limitations. A greater number of participants
have maintained their own personal gardens to grow vegetables, especially in the past, but this
group is still a minority.
This disconnect between the gardens and the targeted consumers of the garden produce in
part reflects the structure of many Rockford gardens, where food is grown for others. As a result,
participation in the gardening process can be difficult to cultivate:
You have to make an effort to involve people. And I can do it—it's easier for me because
it's doing it for other people, for the pantry. And the master gardeners have to volunteer a
certain number of hours. I think with other gardens it may be harder to engage the
community and keep them engaged, but I don't know. I know at [another garden] it was
very difficult if not impossible. At Rockford Rescue Mission they only mouthed support
for the garden, it wasn't real, so...those are my experiences. –Female gardener
The gardeners interviewed routinely expressed a desire to see more community members
involved in the garden projects, but were unsure how to effectively accomplish this goal. While
they are aware of the lack of participation in many gardens around the city, they are also
cognizant of the contributions of the gardens to food security in Rockford, however limited it
may be. This sense of disconnect was evident to some degree in certain participants' assessment
of the food options available to consumers through the garden.
I was just thinking about the corner store that they have a few blocks away, and they
hardly have any type of fresh produce—you know, it's like junk food, chips, and bologna,
and a lot of things that really aren't nutritious. So, the clients found here that these
[vegetables] are the kinds of things they can grow, and it's really almost priceless [sic].
Seeds don't cost that much, it just takes time and patience and it really adds value to their
nutrition because we're also giving out recipes and such...so it did make a difference.
–Female gardener
For those gardens whose workers typically do not consume its produce, the disconnect
between production and consumption may limit the gardens' ability to address deeper foodrelated needs in the community. Decision making in community gardens is one domain in which
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producers may be able to solicit greater input from the community at large. By choosing to
produce foods that are desirable to residents of a given area, community gardeners may better
accomplish their goals of increasing food security and access even in lieu of direct participation.
Regarding the critical idea of greater food security and sovereignty, one gardener reflected:
I don't think that the people who come out to the garden are representative of the pantry
population—they're the people who already value fresh produce; who already like to
cook, know about nutrition...so, they know a lot by the time they walk out there. It's our
making it available that's a great help to them. There are some people who are trying to
grow some things at home so we talk to them about it...And the cooking classes really
help...So, we helped, definitely we've helped—we've given advice whenever we're
asked...but it hasn't done much to make people food-independent, because a lot of people
don't have a place to garden; they don't have a sunny spot even if they have a yard; if they
have a yard and a sunny spot, god knows what kind of soil it is, so haven't helped in that
sense as much. –Female gardener
Some gardeners view the gardens as spaces of self-determination and autonomy for food
pantry users, in addition to providing them with more tangible benefits. However, this feeling
sometimes results in a dualistic "us-them" perception of producers and consumers that is
solidified by the fact that in the Rockford system, producers and consumers of garden produce
are typically not intersecting groups.
I don't know how many times people have wanted to talk about themselves, to establish
themselves as human beings who aren't just needing a handout, who have a history, who
have a life, who have things happen to them...It's you reaching across socioeconomic
lines, that's it. –Female gardener
Focus group participants exhibited the view from the other side of this divide, noting that
they often weren't sure whether a particular garden was "for them" or not. This ambiguity may be
ameliorated by increased outreach and awareness-building regarding the community gardens
within the neighborhoods where they are located, but it also depends on community members'
interest and willingness to participate in these initiatives.
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Building Community with Community Gardens

Given the current producer-consumer disconnect in these community gardens, it seems
apparent that recipients of community garden produce, while benefitting nutritionally and
financially, are not experiencing the full perceived social benefits attributed to community
gardening. For those who do participate in a garden, many report increased social ties and
interactions, but the number of such gardeners remains small at this time. A number of focus
group participants signaled their interest in joining a community garden, but many felt limited or
prohibited by their physical or economic situations, citing disability, lack of knowledge and time,
or low accessibility as barriers. Overall, very few food pantry participants have been part of
community gardens in Rockford and it seems reasonable to suggest that there is much potential
for expansion in the role that the gardens play in building community.
Consistent with the literature on urban agriculture's ability to develop and nurture greater
social ties, many of the gardeners interviewed expressed their experiences seeing increased
interest and participation among community members who became connected to a gardening
project:
I think they just see it as a community-type collaboration, I don't think they saw it as that
[at first], because when we first asked...some of [them] were like, 'I don't want to think
about gardening...' So they took quite a bit from this experience [in the end]...Some of
them don't even know who lives next door to them because they're so consumed with
what they're doing personally as far as their goals, so when they all gather together...it
brought a lot of collaboration and unity together with the garden. Especially with some of
the neighbors who I didn't know. –Female gardener
In addition, the involvement of school-age children in gardening projects may also afford
greater opportunity for other family members to become involved:
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Female: And then there's one up there by Tinker [Swiss Cottage], and I just think it's
neat to get the kids interacting with that because they wonder how food is grown and
then they get to eat it. When it's done, it's like, 'Wow, I made this! I helped make this.'
That's why I take my grandkids out and garden. (Focus group 3)
However, as previously mentioned, low levels of overall participation suggest that
perhaps there is a disconnect between gardeners' perceptions of extant community building
versus aspired and actual social development.
Participants in this study frequently shared knowledge of community gardens, pantries,
and gardening techniques with each other during the focus group sessions. Gardeners also
frequently mentioned knowledge sharing regarding cooking and using a variety of produce as a
positive impact of these gardens. This distribution of knowledge was one readily-observable
benefit of participating in the focus groups, as it directly addressed the problem of the knowledge
gap regarding community gardens.
Interviewer: Have you guys ever been in this garden out here?
Male: Yeah, in the summertime, yeah.
Interviewer: Okay. [to others] You guys haven't?
Female: No.
Male [to others]: You should. Especially in the summertime; it's nice. (Focus group 7)
Interviewer: Some of you guys mentioned the community garden out here. Do you see
other community gardens around town?
Female: No.
Male: I see a bunch of them around where I'm at. I'm not sure if they're for the
churches, or...
Female: Or just gardens
Male: ...or independent, or I'm not sure how that works. (Focus group 6)
In keeping with one of the extant focuses of many community gardening projects in
Rockford, participants also frequently suggested that efforts be made to involve children in the
growing process, citing potential educational and health benefits, as well as greater participation
than is possible for working adults. Many gardeners pointed to the opportunity to include
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community members (especially children) as a key benefit of community gardens as well. While
physical health was most often cited as a specific benefit, social ties, education, and greater
economic and nutritional autonomy were also mentioned.
They [children] get to see the beginning and end stage of things. I think a lot of people
really truly like that. I learned personally from it [gardening]...[Gardening] seems like it's
going to be a normal thing for me for the future. –Female gardener
It was really cool to have a kid that was like a troubled kid when you first started, and the
more you worked with them, and the more you showed them different things about
gardening, he really got into gardening, and it really changed his outlook, and he wasn't
that bad kid who first came...he learned so much; he learned life skills. –Female gardener

Food-Environment Perceptions

"I'd rather have my vegetables out of a can. I'm not 'country'." -Female survey respondent
While the majority of participants in this study tended to have a positive perception of
vegetables grown in community gardens—citing health, flavor, and greater connection to their
food as primary reasons—a minority viewed garden produce as inferior or less desirable than
store-bought produce. This bias was evident to some of the volunteers working in the food
pantry. As one female pantry volunteer said, "Just watch. People like to take the store produce
over the garden produce because it looks more uniform and prettier. There's no dirt on it."
Firsthand observation supported this claim to an extent, especially when the garden produce
available was a less familiar type to many participants, who tended to be reticent to take produce
they were unfamiliar with.
Linking types and source of foods to perceptions of status or class ("I'm not 'country'")
may be part of these biases. For example, many participants view relatively expensive food
items, like meat and dairy, to be staples of a complete, modern diet. As one female focus group
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participant remarked, "Meat is a big key in a family's life. You can't eat just string beans and
corn all the time and mashed potatoes and stuff like that. You gotta have more." Whether
intentional or not, participants display implicit biases and preferences through the ranking of
food options (grocery stores, big-box stores like Wal-Mart, corner stores, and finally pantries,
respectively) and foods themselves (meat, dairy, and then produce). For some, there may also be
a perceived difference between urban life (higher class) and 'country'/rural life (lower class).
Although these perceptions were not explicitly explored in this project, one potential aspect of
food type being linked to status became evident in participants' strong preference for meat in the
focus groups.
Given that a primary goal of food sovereignty movements is to increase food accessibility
and power in individuals' decision making in a way that addresses root social, political, and
racial inequalities, it seems evident that there is opportunity for urban agriculture projects to
ameliorate some of these perceived class differences in the study area, though the way forward is
not completely clear, as some have noted (Chaifetz & Jagger, 2014).
Despite these findings, most participants still preferred garden produce to store produce,
at least nominally. This trend was particularly evident when participants were able to physically
obtain vegetables from the garden itself as opposed to picking them off a shelf in the food pantry,
suggesting that there is a spatial component to perceptions surrounding garden-grown produce.
Increased desirability of garden produce may be instigated in part by the ambient conditions of a
garden, environmental perceptions, or possibly a greater group mentality cultivated by obtaining
food from a communal growing space.

52
Participants were divided as to the perceived environmental benefits/impacts of
community gardens. Some seemed apathetic as to their effect on a locality, while others cited the
benefits of green space and aesthetic qualities in addition to the possibility of greater community
development. A small number said that the presence of community gardens in their
neighborhood encouraged them to become involved in other aspects of their local area, including
neighborhood associations and other community-based organizations.
On the whole, gardeners tended to have a higher estimation of the benefit of community
gardens to the local environment than the pantry users did. This sentiment was manifest in
discussions of the ambient beauty of a neighborhood as well as its effects on community
members' mentalities.
I think it's like a space where all of a sudden you're bringing in this new life...when they
see this, they're like, 'Wow, you guys planted this there?' It really makes a difference
around here because you don't expect to see that in this type of neighborhood. –Female
gardener
Right from the start, I wanted it to beautiful, not just as in, 'Hey, isn't that nice?', but for
two reasons: one, because the neighborhood needs that; there are a lot of properties that
aren't that beautiful, although they are fewer. Another reason for that is that if it's really
well done, people leave it alone. People won't mess with your stuff, but you know the
broken window theory...if you don't make it beautiful and you don't make it attractive,
you're likely to get vandalism and other activity in there. So I wanted it to be a gift to the
neighborhood and to make it pretty. The big surprise—probably beginning in the second
year—was how it attracted people from the neighborhood; the neighbors. And as that
began to happen, I began to see the social value of it. It was a complete surprise to me.
–Male gardener
These positive aspects of community gardens are encouraging; however, both gardeners
and participants note that there is opportunity for greater mutual benefit. In particular, focus
group participants also noted the need for expansion of community gardens in the area:
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Female: I've seen this area here go through a lot of changes over the years, I'm a west side
person, and I've seen it go through a lot of changes over the years, and right now the
location that they've got is a lot better than what it used to be. A lot better. And I've also
noticed since the—like me and him, middle aged people started actually listening to the
old-school people a lot of things been changing, you know. Like the neighborhoods are
starting to take back the neighborhoods, and it's like everybody's really starting to
combine together. But I do think the gardens need to be a little bigger. (Focus group 7)
I think more people need to be involved, really. I think if we had like four more
neighbors with us working on it, it would have a better effect...I could see it being really
bigger than it was. –Female gardener
A number of gardeners were cautiously optimistic about the gardens' impact and ability
to effect change in the community, noting that they are not able to address all community needs:
Well, it's a sign of hope and interest in the community, so that's good...I see some things
in the Rockford paper that give me greater hope than the gardens, although I think the
gardens are really important...maybe I take them more for granted because I know
them....Sometimes I think this is just a little fringe thing that we're doing here, but
anything that makes people feel good is important, so maybe we tend to minimize what
we do... –Female gardener
Participants who have received food from community gardens often expressed the desire
to have more community gardens, and by extension, more garden produce. Some participants
recognized that existing community gardens cannot fully meet the needs of the population they
aim to serve, and often suggested the expansion of gardening opportunities for those wishing to
participate, noting areas of vacant land in the city that could be adapted into community garden
plots.
Male: You know, there‘s that park down there, right across from the school…
Female: I‘ve seen that.
Male: That‘s where we did it [gardened in past], that just dawned on me…that would be
something to put in, because the city owns all of that down there and they ain‘t doing
nothing with it. (Focus group 4)
The most successful and long-lived gardens in this study tended to be supported by
committed, passionate volunteer leaders. In situations where clear or strong leadership was
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lacking, many gardens struggled to sustain their status, funding, and traction in the community,
suggesting that this aspect of sustainability has been a challenge for urban agriculture projects in
Rockford in the past.
I guess it's all been surprisingly good. You don't know when you start how supported you
will be, or the kind of help you'll get...but it's all been good, I'm happy with it. There were
a few times early in the year where I was coming 3-4 times a week, but it evened out, and
I think next year will be even better because they [the gardeners] have had this
experience...I have put in more days than I'd like sometimes, but that's how it goes,
somebody has to be the stand-in, and it was me. –Female gardener

Conclusions

Consistent with the literature reviewed here, it is apparent from discussions with both
gardeners and food pantry users that Rockford's community gardens are contributing substantive
resources to the community in terms of healthy and available foods. In 2014, the community
garden connected to the Rock River Valley Pantry alone produced approximately 1,500 pounds
of produce that was distributed to food pantry clients throughout the growing season. Nearly
every participant in this study felt that community gardens were beneficial in providing fresh
produce seasonally as well as contributing social benefits to the larger community, though the
extent of these perceptions varied and typically were greater among gardeners than among nongardeners. For the typical food pantry user, community gardens remain a helpful but small form
of nutritional assistance.
However, the scale of these projects and their accessibility to highly food-insecure
populations remains a limiting factor in their effectiveness. As past studies have observed,
simply willing community buy-in and creating spaces for urban agriculture to happen does not
necessarily lead to sustainable, successful local food systems (Guthman, 2008; Heynen, 2012).
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Of particular concern may be the interest and ability of community members to contribute to and
participate in these projects. As Block et al. note, "Furthermore, the solutions offered, whether
they are alternative, such as community gardens or produce vans, or conventional supermarkets,
do not always fit the needs or desires of the residents and may be put in place without gathering
resident input" (Block et al., 2012, p. 205). Despite these challenges, it is evident that diverse and
long-lived gardens can and do exist in Rockford and that there is some demand for that resource,
at least in an allotment model.
Regarding the lessons learned about the effects of garden structure on outcomes, it seems
clear that while the "growing for" model commonly exhibited in Rockford is beneficial, there are
some missed opportunities for non-gardeners to reap the full participatory experience that
community gardening has to offer. Additionally, it seems evident that food pantry users who
benefit from greater access to fresh produce are nonetheless missing out on some of the
perceived social and community-centered benefits of these gardens as a result of this model.
More fundamentally, the ―growing for‖ model of community gardens has the potential to
reinforce structural inequalities already present in urban food systems, creating a paternalistic
―us and them‖ mentality where recipients of the community garden produce still lack autonomy
in terms of food access and food choices. We suggest that a critical examination of this model of
community gardens is needed in a wider array of communities to better understand the extent to
which previously documented benefits of community gardens fit with this model. Findings from
this study may be applied to other gardening programs in other locales and we suggest that future
efforts take into account the potential social and communal benefits of a highly integrated and
invested group of community members in these gardens.
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So while the recent influx of resources and attention toward community gardening in
Rockford is helping to establish greater food autonomy and healthful eating in an area that is
lacking in these regards, there is more work to be done. An expansion of the community
gardening program, both through Neighborhood Network and through independent gardens
would likely help address the issues of scale that currently challenge the gardens' ability to
provide enough fresh produce to meet demand. Other facets of urban agriculture that have shown
promise in Rockford and that deserve greater implementation are educational initiatives like free
cooking classes for recipients of garden produce and training programs for students to learn
about the growing process and gain practical food-related knowledge. Greater awareness in the
community will also likely benefit consumers of garden produce and encourage increased
participation in the gardens themselves.
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Date/time _______________________

Location ___________________

Interviewee ______________________

Consent form given? ☐
Interview Guide

I. Gardening Experience
A. Tell me about how you first became involved with community gardening
1. Had you gardened before? (either on your own or as part of a group effort)
B. How long have you been involved with the community garden you are currently a part
of?
C. What influenced your decision to start gardening/continue gardening?
D. Tell me about the structure of this community garden
1. Where does the food from this community garden go? Who eats it?
2. Who helps with the garden? Who does it 'belong' to?
3. How are decisions about the community garden made? Types of food?

II. Empowerment
A. What do you think are some of the benefits to participating in this community garden?
B. Do you think that everyone who participates in the community garden has a
chance to give his or her input?
1. Could you give me an example of why you feel this way?
C. Do you think that involvement in the community garden has affected participants'
ability to make decisions about what they eat?
1. In what ways?
2. Do you think your eating habits have changed as a result of participating in
community gardening? In what ways?
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D. Do you think that the community garden has affected participants' lives in any other
way outside of the garden?
III. Perceptions of the Environment and Food Access
A. Do community gardens affect the way that you think about this area/environment?
(How?)
1. Do you think they affect the way that other participants view or think about
this area/environment?
B. Do you think that the condition of (this area) has improved because of community
gardens? If so, how?
C. (If they eat from the garden): Does eating food grown in a community garden change
how you think about community gardens? About your food? About your choices
regarding what to eat?

IV. Social Capital
A. Has participating in a community garden affected your social ties, either to other
gardeners or non-gardeners? In what ways?
B. Do you think the community garden program or participants have changed over time?
In what ways?
1. Has participation in the community garden increased, decreased, or stayed the
same?
2. Have the types of people who participate changed?
C. What do you consider to be the greatest successes of the community garden that
you've seen?
1. What has been less successful?
2. Any surprises?
D. Have the participants in your community garden ever collaborated to address a
problem outside of the community garden, for instance, in your neighborhood? (Details)
E. Have there ever been any conflicts within the community garden?
1. Could you explain?
2. How was this resolved?

APPENDIX B
FOOD PANTRY SURVEY
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Date/time _____________

Location ______________
Food Pantry Survey
Northern Illinois University

This survey is for a research project affiliated with Northern Illinois University. All answers are
completely confidential, voluntary, and optional. Though there is likely no direct benefit from
participating in this survey, the results may help advise future development and placement of
community gardens. Thank you for your assistance in this project.
I.1. Name: ___________________________ I.2. Age: _________ I.3. Gender: ____________
I.4. Ethnicity (check any that apply):
☐ White (non-Hispanic)
☐ Hispanic or Latino
☐ Black or African American
☐ Asian (Asian Indian, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, etc.)
☐ American Indian or Alaska Native
☐ Pacific Islander
☐ Other (specify) ______________
☐ Prefer not to answer
I.5. How many people permanently live in your household (including yourself)?
________________
I.6. Address of your primary place of residence:
____________________________________
____________________________________
I.7. Did you take any produce that was grown in a community garden today?
☐ Yes
☐ No
☐ Don't know
7.b. If so, what?
Produce from gardens:

Produce from stores:

I.8. If not, have you ever taken produce grown in a community garden from the pantry?
☐ Yes
☐ No
☐ Don't know
I.9. If not, why not?

APPENDIX C
FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE
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Date/time _______________________

Location ___________________

Consent forms signed? ☐
Focus Group Discussion Guide
Concept 1: Does receiving fresh produce grown in a community garden through a food
pantry change/affect people’s perception of the landscape or food access?
a) Where do you usually buy your food?
-How far do you have to travel to get there?
-How much choice do you have in the kinds of foods you buy? (Are they
the kinds you want? What limits your choices, in your opinion?)
-Have you heard of the term ―food desert?‖ (show food desert maps)
-Do you think you live in a food desert? (Is this part of people‘s identity?)
b) Are you aware of (any) community gardens in Rockford? Which ones?
c) Do community gardens affect the way that you think about this
area/environment? (How?)
-Do community gardens contribute to your health? (mental or physical) If
so, how?
-Has the condition of (this area) improved because of community gardens?
If so, how?
Concept 2: Do community gardens help build a sense of food sovereignty if their
beneficiaries do not participate in gardening directly?
a) Do you eat food from community gardens? If so, which kinds?
-Does eating food grown in a community garden change how you think
about community gardens? About your food?
-About your choices regarding what to eat?
b) Do you think you have more say in what you eat because of community
gardens?
c) Do you eat more fresh food as a result of eating food from a community
garden?
d) Do you spend less money on food as a result of eating food from a community
garden?
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e) -Does eating food from a community garden allow you to eat more of the
kinds of food that you want?
f) -Do you feel like you have more control over the food you eat because of
community gardens?

